In her study Nostalgia: Sanctuary of Meaning, Janelle Wilson claims that "there is no known antonym for nostalgia " (27) . This may seem counter-intuitive at first sight. Indeed, while Alastair Bonnett points out that "throughout the last century nostalgia was cast as the antithesis of radicalism" (1), he also reminds us that anarchist thinking-not exactly a conformist ideology-had been a haven for nostalgia: "anarchism is the nostalgic counter-culture of orthodox radicalism" (32). Bonnett complicates the ostensible opposition between nostalgia and radicalism by demonstrating how the yearnings of nostalgia have paradoxically lodged themselves within the project of modernity itself: "Nostalgia has been . . . an integral part of the modern condition, something that is present whether or not we identify and engage it or repress and deny it" (169). And what is true of modernity in general is relevant for artistic modernism more specifically, suggesting the shortcomings of constructing modernism as an antithesis to nostalgia. As David Brooks put it, although modernist artists and their work endeavor to leave the past behind, "the past, and particularly the literary past, has a high and complex profile within them. Far from ignoring or defying tradition, they attempt to redefine it. . . . Finding their impulse in a creativity highly conscious of its own departure, they must also, as a consequence, constantly remind us of, and so paradoxically sustain, the very things they seek to jettison or modify" (125). Thus, we should not be surprised to find elements of nostalgia within literary modernism and to discover that nostalgia may function not only as a foil to delineate what modernism seeks (but unwittingly fails) to reject but also, more ironically, as a provocation to forestall any sentimental relationship with the past.
One of modernism's key texts, Rebecca West's The Return of the Soldier, is deeply imbricated in the complexities of nostalgia. In fact, the novel 1 Modernism and the Referendum on Nostalgia in Rebecca West's The Return of the Soldier Bernard Schweizer invites and rewards explorations about the nature of nostalgia and its role in modernist literary discourse. However, before discussing nostalgia in this text, it is instructive to clarify the historical vicissitudes of the term "nostalgia." Despite its current conceptual multi-valence, the origins of the term are straightforward enough, as a number of contributors to this collection also address in varying contexts. Swiss physician Johannes Hofer, who is credited for coining the term "nostalgia" in his 1688 dissertation, defined it as a medical condition among Swiss soldiers who suffered from a painful and debilitating type of longing for home; however, over time the meaning of nostalgia altered significantly, changing from signifying a longing for a place to denoting a yearning for the past. Roberta Rubenstein clarifies this shift by noting nostalgia's separation from its original meaning of homesickness: "while homesickness refers to a spatial/geographical separation, nostalgia more accurately refers to a temporal one" (4). Even while the meaning of nostalgia changed from a spatial to a temporal concept, it also gradually became de-medicalized, a process that played itself out in the nineteenth century. As Michael Roth has pointed out, "By the 1850s interest in the phenomenon as a disease had dropped considerably, and . . . would never again receive the sustained attention of the medical world. Of course, the phenomenon of nostalgia did not disappear when the doctors stopped looking at it" (27). Rather, the concept of nostalgia entered the cultural vocabulary as the sentimental longing for an idealized past. To return to Rubenstein, this general aspect of nostalgia appears to be "the existential condition of adulthood" (4). As a structure of feeling, nostalgia in this sense emerges from a sense of lost childhood and lost innocence. Nostalgia names an integral and perhaps inescapable part of adulthood; in the extreme, it registers a wish to return to childhood, which may even take on the symbolically virulent form of a wish to return to the womb.
West's novel addresses a whole complex of questions related to nostalgia: the relationship between nostalgia and modernism, the causes of nostalgia, and the remedies for it. The novel focuses on Kitty and Jenny, the inhabitants of an aristocratic country estate in England, who receive news that Chris Baldry, Kitty's husband and Jenny's cousin, has been injured in Flanders while fighting in the trenches of World War I. As the details emerge, it is apparent that no wound can be detected, but that Chris is diagnosed as having "shell shock." At the time of West's writing, this was a relatively new diagnosis, and army doctors like W. H. R. Rivers and Richard Myers were still working out the exact aetiology of this condition and designing treatment plans for patients
